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	In western post-industrial societies traditional routes from boy to man have become increasingly prolonged, complex and ambiguous. In Northern Ireland the lives of young people have been further influenced by the effects of prolonged political violence. Central to this are contradictions adolescent males experience in regard to their masculine expectations. Despite increasing concern in regard to mental and emotional health amongst adolescent males in Northern Ireland, to date, few resources have been produced to support this type of work.  This paper presents an evaluation of practitioner orientated training and practice and presents tthe rationale, process and key considerations for the production of two educational resources produced in Northern Ireland entitled RU right in the head? One was targeted at supporting males aged 11-16, and the other was for practitioners working with adolescent males in relation to mental and emotional health. 
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The Public Health Strategy for Northern Ireland, Investing for Health [1] provides the framework for action on preventable disease, ill health and health inequalities. It identifies mental health as a priority, and in particular highlights the mental and emotional needs of young people:

“There is growing concern about the poor level of mental health among children and young people. Failure to address these issues could produce a deteriorating level of adult mental health in the next generation. Besides the immense cost in personal and family suffering at the population level, it is an important contributor to the potential years of life lost.”

In 2000, the Health Promotion Agency for Northern Ireland (HPA) developed questions for inclusion in a Northern Ireland wide omnibus survey.  The aim of the research was to understand more about the worries young people have, what they do to make themselves feel better, and where they get help or advice in times of difficulty [2]. The research was based on a previous study carried out in Northern Ireland [3]. The survey used a quota-controlled sample representative of the Northern Ireland population. The quota controls were by gender, age, social class and region. Interviewing was carried out at 50 randomly selected sampling points. Two waves of the survey yielded a sample of 414 young people aged between 16 and 25.  Inferences cannot be drawn for the whole population of 16-25 year olds; however the study provided an indication of young people’s current concerns. 

The results highlighted a number of issues which have implications for supporting young people. Adolescence is a time when stress is experienced: personal worries about appearance or having money or employment, and social worries about relationships are part of growing up. How young people cope with these stresses will make a difference to their future mental health and wellbeing. The importance of the community context of worries needs to be emphasised. On average, young people in Northern Ireland have experienced double the number of negative life events and report a much higher stress or impact score than young people in other countries [4]. This research indicates that young people who live in areas socially or economically disadvantaged perceive their neighbourhood as more dangerous. In addition, there is a direct relationship between the degree to which an area is perceived to be dangerous and reported levels of depressive symptoms, anxiety and conduct disorder. Of note in this study was how few respondents would seek help from a teacher or youth worker, or go to an agency or service.

There are around 657,000 young people aged 25 and under living in Northern Ireland.
Research [5] has also highlighted differences in how young men and young women express their worries and in their coping skills. Females are considered to be more likely to communicate their worries and to use social support to help themselves. Males, on the other hand, are more likely to keep their problems to themselves or to ignore them [6]. 

The extreme consequence of poor mental health is suicide, and again there are differences in how young men and women are affected. Overall, males in Northern Ireland are three times more likely than females to die by suicide. Young male suicides are a particular cause for concern -a quarter of all male suicides occur among those aged between 15 and 24 [7]. Whether this reflects the fact that mental health problems faced by young males are more serious than those of young females, or that young females have more effective coping skills to help them face such problems, is as yet uncertain.

In 2003, the Department of Education in Northern Ireland re-launched the Youth Service policy curriculum document ‘Youth Work: A Model for Effective Practice’ with a central theme focusing on the personal and social development of young people.  Also in 2003, Promoting Mental Health: Strategy and Action Plan 2003-2008 was published by the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety. The strategy highlighted the needs of young males as one of its priorities.

“Concern has been expressed that the incidence of suicide, especially among young men may be increasing”.

This strategy recognised that health is determined by a set of common factors, and that health interventions need to acknowledge a multidimensional / multi-sectoral approach. Through collaboration, partnership and discussions in support of the strategy the HPA became aware that there was little curriculum guidance on working with adolescent males to support their mental wellbeing. Subsequently the HPA established a steering group of interested and experienced representatives from various youth and health promotion organisations to seek funding relating to an information resource for adolescent males and the development of an accompanying practitioner’s guide.  A successful funding proposal to the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety under the Mental Health Promotion Strategy and Action Plan was accepted in 2003.

HPA facilitated meetings of the steering group to support the writer, Dr Ken Harland, who was contracted to develop the resources. Harland’s ethnographic research with young males throughout Northern Ireland [8] and his experience as a youth worker working directly with young males for many years were the primary reasons why the steering group approached him to write the two resources. 

The Northern Ireland Context
The Health and Social Wellbeing Survey [9] revealed that young people in Northern Ireland are at greater risk of mental ill health than people in England and Scotland.  This in part can be attributed to the fact that since 1969, Northern Ireland has witnessed widespread social, economic and political upheaval through what is commonly known as ‘the troubles.’ Throughout this period cultural and political identity has been fiercely disputed with young people developing their sense of ethnic identity ‘in the midst of political crisis and sectarian confrontation’ [10]. Sectarianism and the effects of the troubles have been shown to have a significant influence upon young people growing up in Northern Ireland [10, 11].  

Most young people grow up in polarised communities with their own specific identities and culture making it difficult for them to build friendships with those from other traditions. More than 3000 have been killed and more than 30,000 have been injured as a result of the troubles [12]. Whilst all children and young people have grown up in a divided society, it is predominantly young males who have been both the victims and perpetrators of community and sectarian violence.  For example, nine out of ten of those killed during the troubles have been male, half  of them being between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine, [4]  and the majority coming from working class areas.  

Whilst the ceasefires in 1994 heralded a new era of optimism in Northern Ireland, violence has continued to pervade the lives of young men. In particular there has been an upsurge in the number of paramilitary punishment beatings. Young males are most likely to fall victim of punishment attacks with 25% aged 19 and under [4]. From 1973 to 2004 there have been almost 3000 victims of shootings by paramilitaries (primarily on young males) and more than 2200 recorded victims of vigilante style beatings[13]. Complicating this further is the fact that in many communities throughout Northern Ireland the police are not formally recognised as a legitimate authority and paramilitaries have become the ‘informal police’ enforcing their own brutal forms of justice [14]. 

In the media, young males are often depicted as part of a deviant youth culture that has lost all of its morals and values.  They are frequently portrayed as a threat both to themselves and others, reinforcing the image of young males as a ‘social problem’ [15]. In particular, crime; drug abuse; high levels of unemployment; sectarianism; community division; paramilitary influence; punishment beatings and random shootings all contribute to the negative stereotyping of young men in Northern Ireland society.  This further isolates young men from mainstream society and undoubtedly seriously impacts upon their self esteem and mental and emotional wellbeing. 

Acting tough: young male ‘contradictory’ experience of masculinity 
Issues surrounding masculinity are increasingly complex, contradictory and confusing [16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22]. Harland’s detailed ethnographic study [8] highlighted a sub-population of adolescent males living in inner-city areas of Northern Ireland who felt enormous pressure to ‘prove’ their masculinity to others and existed without necessary emotional support. These adolescent males believed men should be powerful, strong, brave, mature and in control of every aspect of their lives. Above all they believed that men should be providers and protectors of their families and communities. In reality however, their lives were full of masculine ‘contradictions’ as in reality most of these  adolescent males felt powerless; feared the threat of daily violence; were labelled ‘stupid’ in school; did not pay attention to their emotional, mental or physical health, had little sexual experience and felt they were perceived by adults as ‘immature.’ Appreciating such ‘contradictions’ is pivotal to understanding internal pressures that many adolescent males feel in regard to how they construct their masculine identity. Contradictions between young men’s perceived power and their sense of powerlessness capture what Connell [16] terms ‘protest masculinity,’ whereby boys make claims to power when there are no real resources for doing so. 

The adolescent males In Harland’s [8] study believed it was primarily by ‘acting tough’ that men received status and respect. They believed that males demonstrate their masculinity by being dismissive of their emotional pain – often to the extent that they appeared ‘unemotional’ and intimidating to others. By withholding certain feelings and emotions these adolescent males believed they were expressing an important aspect of their masculinity – namely that men do not need support from others. Such emotional miseducation facilitates the suppression of emotions such as pain, fear, hurt, anger and frustration which can be detrimental to positive mental and emotional well being.  

Working with adolescent males
Adolescent males can learn to use public settings as opportunities to ‘perform’ and ‘prove’ themselves to others [20].  Fear of being put down or shamed amongst their peers can seriously inhibit their ability to talk openly about what they think and feel. Skilled engagement with practitioners encouraged the adolescent males in Harland’s [18] study to talk in a more purposeful way about what was important to them, and helped them better appreciate the impact of wider social, political and economic developments upon their lives. Harland [23] also found, in work around the theme of violence, that through self-reflection practitioners experienced increased empathy towards adolescent males and their issues. The combination of safe risk-taking activities and reflective processes laid a solid foundation for exploring mental and emotional health and wellbeing with adolescent males. The learning and experience from previous work with adolescent males in Northern Ireland was a crucial consideration in the development of both educational resources. 

Developing the RU right in the head? resources 
The aim of the two educational resources was to promote positive mental and emotional wellbeing amongst adolescent males aged 11-16 and provide advice and information on how to achieve and maintain positive mental health. The writer of the resources was invited to an initial meeting of the steering group and asked to present what he considered were the main mental health issues for adolescent males living in Northern Ireland and identify concerns for practitioners working with young males.  From this meeting key themes were developed that were considered important to positive mental health amongst adolescent males. Themes included the journey from boy to man; male risk taking; how to feel good about yourself, how to have less stress, facts about males; friendships and asking for help. It was agreed that the language and content of the adolescent males’ resource should reflect male culture and be appealing to young males. This resource evolved over a ten month period with the writer receiving regular feedback of drafts from the steering group. Early drafts of the resource were distributed to adolescent males known by the steering group and their feedback helped shaped the overall content and language. This was particularly important as in Northern Ireland there are various dialects and distinct cultural emphasis in language. This meant that certain words may not have the same meaning in other parts of Northern Ireland. Drawing upon the skills, knowledge and expertise of the steering group and preliminary feedback from adolescent males was an invaluable part of the process. This process helped crystallize thinking and generate creative ideas and assured the writer that he was meeting the agreed objectives. 

The same process was established for the practitioner’s resource. The steering group provided critical feedback on draft copies and their feedback helped shape the content. In addition to this, other practitioners known by the steering group were asked to comment on early drafts.  The themes developed for the practitioner’s resource included, working with adolescent males; our own attitudes, valuing young men, masculinity, the public and private lives of young men, how to build effective relationships with young men, the creation of appropriate learning environments, barriers to the work, approaches to the work, outcomes for young men and a practical model for engaging adolescent males. After a period of 14 months draft copies of both resources were completed and the HPA began the process of visual design. 
Pre-testing of resource for adolescent males Communicating with the intended audience was of primary concern and therefore HPA appointed Social and Market Research (SMR) to conduct a series of focus groups to pre-test a draft printed and designed information booklet with the intended age group. Three design options were presented to the groups, although the test was the same in each case. In pre-testing the resource, the HPA highlighted the following objectives to be addressed: its strengths and weaknesses in terms of design and general appeal, in particular the size, colour and layout of the resource; the clarity and suitability of the graphic images and illustrations, font size and colour; its readability; the appropriateness of the language used and messages contained; what adolescent males considered were the main messages of the resource and  whether they gained knowledge from it; how useful the resource would be and if adolescent males would act upon its advice, refer to it regularly, or pass it on to a friend.  




The initial reactions to the booklet were extremely positive. The use of language and the style of the draft materials were considered to be both relevant and appropriate to the age group. The majority of the young males liked the use of the text messaging format in the title. One of the sections entitled Being a man…it’s a risky business particularly captured the interest of participants and generated much discussion. While the information highlighted in this section was well received some of the language used caused comment from younger participants and was subsequently amended.

At the end of each session, participants were asked to suggest three improvements to the booklet. Some of these suggestions were related to design features such as highlighting issues, use of pictures, changing language, including additional website addresses for more information or help and indicating explicitly that services are confidential. The majority of participants indicated that they would not be embarrassed if their parents found or read the booklet, and that they would be happy to carry it around, or give it to a mate. Everyone said that they had learned something from the booklet.

In light of the pre-testing, the HPA amended the text of the booklet and adopted the most popular design. It was also at this stage that the title for both resources RU right in the head? was agreed. This reflected a well known colloquialism in Northern Ireland in regard to the general mental health and wellbeing of an individual. 

Dissemination of resources to practitioners 
In order to disseminate the resources, it was considered vital that they would be accompanied by training. A two-day pilot residential course was attended by 20 youth workers from Education and Library Boards, Youth Service, the Health and Social Services Trusts and the Police Service of Northern Ireland. The training was jointly facilitated by a female member of the steering group and the writer of the resources. This enabled participants to be involved in a variety of group and individual exercises including personal reflection, reflection on the lives of adolescent males, formal presentations on mental and emotional health and masculinity and engaging adolescent males. A guest male speaker who had successfully recovered from a period of poor mental health gave a motivating presentation about the importance of significant others in his life.

The course sought to encourage personal reflection as well as to increase capacity to initiate, consolidate and expand work in support of adolescent male mental and emotional wellbeing.  A further aim was to equip delegates with the insight, knowledge, skills, resources and ongoing support to make a difference in their own work environment. The establishment of a longer-term support network for those working with young men on mental health issues was another objective.
Evaluation of the course was carried out using informal feedback from participants at the end of day one and evaluation questionnaires at the end of day two.   Feedback was extremely positive and revealed that the delegates were enthusiastic about the resource and found the associated training to have been extremely worthwhile. On completion of the course participants were offered a facilitated peer support network as an opportunity to reflect on their use and development of the resources. 
When asked what impact this training would have on their work practice, participants’ comments included:
“This was a very powerful course which will inspire me within my work.”
 “I will use this learning within my work setting in the family centre for ‘one to one’ work with young men, group work with young men and group work with young fathers.”
“This training will allow me to introduce different resources and different approaches into work and also a greater knowledge of the young men I’m working with.”
 “The course has given me the confidence to work purposefully with young men.”

“The knowledge and experience from the other people on the course was very valuable.”

Participants hoped that the course would continue in the future and that other professional groups working with young people such as teachers and residential workers would have access to the resources and training.  Favourable comments were also received about the residential nature of the training. Crucially this gave participants time and space for personal reflection which was something they found extremely beneficial. 

Feedback from participants indicated that personal reflection and increased awareness of young men’s mental and emotional health combined with the added value of networking added a richness that had not been anticipated. 

Next steps and future challenges 
This paper has attempted to share the process of developing and disseminating two educational resources entitled RU right in the head? aimed at improving mental and emotional wellbeing amongst adolescentyoung males. The project is also committed to delivering further training events,  and to building a network of practitioners following training, who can help guide and support each other , and establish an agenda for further workhelp.

As part of the pilot training programme participants agreed to have a follow up meeting six months later to measure how effective and useful the resources were in regard to their practice.  This meeting occurred in September 2005. Participants  welcomed the opportunity for shared learning and networking..reported that the educational resources enabled them to address serious issues that they faced in practice. Most participants had used the educational resources as an opportunity to develop programmes and challenge preconceived notions about the mental and emotional wellbeing of adolescent males. Many of those who attended the pilot training course spoke of difficulties they experienced in engaging certain young males One participant stated that “the training gave me the confidence to engage young males around risk-taking behaviours.”  Most participants had used the educational resources as an opportunity to develop programmes that focused on positive mental and emotional health with young males. 

Many of those who attended the pilot training course spoke of difficulties they experienced in engaging certain young males. Participants felt more assured that Among workers there is a real hunger for reassurance that they “have the skills to pick up problems, and to know when to worry and when not to worry.”  They Participants believed the training course, combined with excellent educational resources, “better equipped them with the confidence to initiate work with young males around the theme of mental and emotional health..” Importantly, they felt more able to initiate practical group work sessions. that more realistically reflected the issues they faced in practice.  “The entire experience has provided me great ideas and strategies for developing programmes.”  The group believed that “the combination of training and practical resources better equipped them for the realities of practice.” 

Prior to the production of these educational resources and training, there was little in Northern Ireland that supported practitioners to engage and address young males around the theme of mental and emotional health. There were several key factors that contributed to the success of this programme: 

	The establishment of a committed multi-agency steering group with relevant experience, expertise and vision, who had shared concerns in regard to mental and emotional health trends amongst young males.  
	The timely opportunity to apply for funding to the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety under the Mental Health Promotion and Action Strategy and Action Plan. 
	The commissioning of an experienced youth worker and researcher to write the resources. 
	The support given to the writer by the steering group through monthly meetings and constructive feedback.
	The conduct of a series of focus groups to pre-test a draft printed and designed information booklet with the intended age group. 
	Effective targeting of practitioners for training.
	The reflective and participatory nature of the training course-reflection on their practice, offering opportunities to affirm strengths and developing insights into new ways of engaging with young men. The authors believe that the process of engagement with both young men and practitioners has provided valuable insights for developing the capacity of practitioners to engage with young men.
	The opportunity for follow up support and networking.

The complex way in which adolescent males construct their identity and the pressures and contradictions they face attempting to ‘match up’ to masculine stereotypes in a society emerging from a period of prolonged conflict is still not fully understood. To create environments that will enable young men to learn and reflect on health issues, either on a one-to-one or group basis, practitioners need to be aware of how “proving that you are a man” impinges on process, product and contextual issues. The picture for mental health in Northern Ireland would suggest that certain adolescent males are struggling to find their place in a changing society and feel unsupported in regard to their mental and emotional health needs. Taking mental health seriously means that core work can be an added bonus for helping to promote better mental health if practitioners understand how to think about their activities in mental health terms. Mental health impinges on many areas of work with young people including drugs, alcohol, depression, bullying, bereavement, behavioural problems, and self harm. 

The development of these two educational resources has been extremely useful to practitioners in their work with adolescent males in Northern Ireland. Importantly, the educational resources provide curriculum guidance to support their mental and emotional wellbeing. Despite these developments however, further funding, research and the continued development of practical resources is needed to support the growing interest in the promotion of the positive mental and emotional health of adolescent males. Strong evidence exists of the importance of helping them to strengthen self esteem, helping them to understand, express and manage their emotions, establish positive relationships with others, manage change and conflict, and make informed decisions that affect their present and future wellbeing.
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